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virtue itself is my theme:  for I name every virtue as often as I mention
him who was possessed of all virtues.    He was the true pillar of the
church.   His life and conduct were the rule of bishops, and his doctrine
the rule of the orthodox faith."   St Athanasius was a native of Alexandria,
and seems to have been born about the year 296.   His parents, who were
Christians and remarkable for their virtue, were solicitous to procure him
the best education.   After he had learned grammar and the first elements
of the sciences, St Alexander, before he was raised to the episcopal chair
of that city, was much delighted with the virtuous deportment of the
youth and with the pregnancy of his wit;   and took upon himself the
direction of his studies, brought him up under his own eye, always made
him eat with him, and employed him as his secretary,   Athanasius copied
diligently the virtues of his master, imbibed his maxims of piety and holy
zeal, was directed by him in the plan and method of his studies, and
received from him die greatest assistance in the pursuit of them.    By
writing under so great a master he acquired the most elegant, easy, and
methodical manner of composition.   Profane sciences he only learned as
far as they were necessary or might be rendered subservient to those
that are more sublime and important;   but from their aid he contracted
an elegant, clear, methodical, and masterly style;   and was qualified to
enter the lists in defence of our holy faith with the greatest advantage.
However, the sacred studies of religion and virtue he made the serious
employment of his whole life, and how much he excelled in them the
sequel of his history and perusal of his works show.   From his easy and
ready manner of quoting the holy scriptures one would imagine he knew (
them by heart; at least, by the assiduous meditation and study of those
divine oracles, he had filled his heart with the spirit of the most perfect
piety and his mind with the true science of the profound mysteries which
our divine religion contains.    But in his study of the sacred writings
the tradition of the church was his guide, which he diligently sought in
the comments of the ancient doctors, as he testifies.    In another place he
declares that he had learned it from holy inspired masters and martyrs for
the divinity of Christ.1   That he might neglect no branch of ecclesiastical
learning, he applied himself diligently to the study of the canons of the
church, in which no one was more perfectly versed; nor was he a stranger
to the civil law, as appears from his works;  on which account Sulpici us
Severus styles him a lawyer.

Achillas, who had succeeded St Peter in the patriarchal see of
Alexandria, dying in 313, St Alexander was promoted to that dignity.
The desire of grounding himself in the most perfect practice of virtue
drew St Athanasius into the deserts to the great St Anthony about the
year 315, with whom he made a considerable stay, serving him in quality

1 Lib. de Incarn, p. 66.